Guidelines for Teaching about Religion

Religion should be discussed with sensitivity. Conflicting points of view are to be expected and considered; open discussion is a proper method for truth searching in the study about religion; religious indoctrination is to be avoided.

a.  .  The need for factual accuracy is paramount in teaching about religion.  Careful and balanced examination of sources is requisite for informed judgment.  As much as possible, teachers should use primary sources and should encourage students to use them.  Secondary sources are useful for overview and clarification.  Students should be helped to identify, compare, assess, and communicate ideas and viewpoint.  Teachers should be thorough in studying the sources and related materials; they should also recognize and admit their limited knowledge or understanding in a specific area.

b. Need for empathy.  Teachers should also seek to understand the points of view of different religions.  They should empathize sufficiently with the view of an adherent to a particular religion to grasp the significance of that view for the one who holds it.  This empathy helps one to understand why the view is held and why it is valuable in the life of the one who holds it.  One must first seek to come to an understanding of a religion within its own historical context rather than solely from one’s own viewpoint.

c. Problem of oversimplification.  In teaching about religion one must avoid the tendency to convey a false impression of the subject by oversimplifying it.  Teachers should explain the extent to which a particular religion or religious view is to be considered in class.  Students should be made fully aware of the limitations imposed on their study about and, consequently, their understanding of religion.  Further, the diversity within religions as well as among religions should receive careful attention.  In addition, the teacher should state why certain sources, selections, historical periods, themes, and issues have been selected for study.

d. Need for sensitivity.  In teaching about religion, the teacher should be sensitive to the diverse views, levels of sophistication, and critical ability of students, parents, and members of the community.  School administrators and teachers should be sensitive to the possible problems involved, such as misunderstandings and misconceptions.

e. Avoidance of ridicule and prejudice.  Ridicule and prejudiced statements must be avoided in the study of religion and religious practices whether from a historical or contemporary viewpoint.  Ridicule is rooted in an antieducation attitude;  it is the product of failing to be sensitive or empathic.  It results from a callous disregard for the views of another person or group. 
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